
  
  
      
        
          Clan of Heroes

          Rise of the Giants Series: Book 2

		      
          Theo Mann

        

        
          
          The Invisible Publishing Company

        

      

    


  
  
Copyright © 2025 by Theo Mann 

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 33
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 34
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 35
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 36
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 37
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 38
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 39
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 40
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 41
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 42
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 43
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 44
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 45
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 46
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 47
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 48
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 49
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 50
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 51
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 52
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 53
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 54
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 55
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 56
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Keep Reading
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Sign Up Once--Get all Theo Mann's free books including brand new releases
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About Theo Mann
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by Theo Mann (so far)
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
Chapter 1




Hangman flattened his back against a tree, ducked out to peek in front of him, and pulled back before anyone could see him. He rested his head against the trunk for a minute, shut his eyes, and listened. 

He didn’t hear anything at first—nothing but the endless throb of thousands of insects and other creatures moving in the jungle around him.

Then he heard it. He barely heard anything at all, but it was definitely there. He heard breathing off to his left.

He peeked out a second time and made eye contact with his cousin Viking looking back at him from behind another nearby tree. Hangman pointed in the direction of the breathing and Viking nodded.

Hangman judged the distance, darted to Viking’s tree, and the two men crept across another open place to a different tree to join up with Hangman’s younger brother Cross and their other cousin Alien.

The four men advanced extra slowly so they wouldn’t make any noise. Hangman pricked up his ears when he heard Crushers and Gorlocks rumbling in the distance, but the creatures didn’t come this way.

The cousins drew their weapons as they headed deeper into the jungle. A dense patch of undergrowth covered a rise up ahead. The breathing sounds came from there.

Hangman judged the positions of the other men in the Godless scouting party. His father Shadow and his cousins Banjo, and Feather closed from farther south to surround the same mound.

The party also brought Alien’s nephews, Devil, Bantam, Breaker, and Grizzly. They were the sons of Midnight’s daughter Neia and her husband Cosmos.

The Godless got more than they bargained for when they discovered another group of warriors from the Renegade Clan invading the Godless’ territory from the west.

Now the Godless had to attack and destroy these invaders before the Renegades made it any closer to the long camp where all the Godless women and children lived.

Hangman tightened his grip on his kukris. His brother and his cousins raised their weapons to strike as soon as they drove the Renegades out of the bushes.

Shadow and the others advanced from their side. They must have heard the breathing, too. It sounded so loud from this close up. Did one of the Renegades get injured and crawl into those bushes to hide?

Hangman didn’t hold out any hope for that. The Godless had found too many signs and tracks recently. The Renegades didn’t send scouting parties into Godless territory. They sent whole war parties with a couple dozen warriors each.

The Godless had their work cut out for them hitting these war parties again and again, driving them back, whittling down their numbers, and holding them at a safe distance from the long camp.

The Renegades made the problem so much worse by sending multiple war parties from multiple directions. The Godless had to go from war party to war party attacking, killing, driving the survivors to retreat, and moving on to the next attack.

Alien raised his own giant kukris, opened his mouth, and inhaled a deep breath to bellow out his war cry, but at that moment when another ten Renegades burst out of the surrounding undergrowth.

The Renegades wore some kind of matted grass coverings over their mouths to stop the Godless from hearing the Renegades breathing. The Renegades also wore leaves, branches, and other vegetation attached to their clothes to camouflage themselves.

Four Renegades pounced on top of Alien and struck him to the ground. The others attacked Hangman, Cross, and Viking.

Another twenty rushed out of nowhere and laid into Shadow’s group the same way. Hangman saw it all in a heartbeat. Whoever lay hiding in those bushes breathing so loudly—he must be a decoy. The Renegades laid a trap to ambush the Godless.

Two Renegades tackled Hangman and tried to take him down, too. The first one landed on his back and made him stagger. Hangman’s stumble made the second man miss his aim.

Hangman deflected the second man and pivoted sideways just enough to slam his enemy’s back against a nearby tree. The guy grunted in pain, but his grip didn’t loosen.

Hangman floundered out of his confusion, stabbed one of his kukris under his own arm, and impaled his enemy through the ribs.

The guy grimaced, groaned, and would have fallen off. Hangman spotted the second Renegade rushing him. The attacker raised one of the Renegade’s metal weapons high to strike Hangman down.

Hangman started to throw the injured man to the ground, but Hangman changed his mind, held onto his stricken enemy, and turned his injured enemy’s back to the attacker.

The attacker brought the weapon down hard and Hangman steered the injured man’s head into the strike. The weapon stuck in the guy’s skull and gave Hangman just enough time to drive his kukri into the attacker’s eye socket.

Hangman barely had a chance to pull the weapon free before another Renegade charged him from out of the confusion. Hangman’s relatives fought tooth and nail all over the area. Hangman couldn’t even see what his cousins and brother were doing in the mayhem.

He looked up just in time to see his new attacker slash another metal blade at him. Hangman reacted in a split second and pulled his injured opponent’s body around, but not fast enough.

The weapon came down to cleave Hangman’s skull in half. He ducked and the weapon embedded in his shoulder where it met his neck. The tree saved his life. The trunk blocked the blade from sinking more than an inch into his shoulder. The blade couldn’t go any deeper.

He roared in fury, shoved his injured opponent at the attacker, and the man’s weight made the attacking Renegade stumble back.

Hangman followed up his advantage by tackling both of them flat on the ground. The attacker fell onto his back with his injured comrade pinning him down. The injured man stopped the attacker from getting up.

Hangman pounced on top of the injured man’s body to hold them both down under his weight, scrambled to straddle the injured man across his back, and stabbed that attacker in the head, too.

Hangman looked up half-crazed on bloodlust and battle fury. His dazed brain hardly registered what his cousins were doing.

He happened to notice one Renegade standing twenty feet away from him. The man didn’t engage in the battle.

He aimed some kind of small object at Hangman. Hangman didn’t recognize the thing. It looked like a piece of junk he might have found in one of the ancient cities.

The thing exploded in the man’s hand and something struck Hangman in the shoulder from that distance. 

He felt the unmistakable sensation of something small, round, and blistering hot tear through his shoulder and burst out the other side. It ripped a perfectly round hole straight through him.

The impact jolted him back and almost knocked him over. He wavered for a second before he caught his balance.

He stared up at the guy in disbelief. Hangman’s brain didn’t want to accept that this Renegade actually injured him from a distance without touching him.

Hangman would have ascribed that to witchcraft, but it must have come from that object. The object, the explosion, and the injury all happened one after the other. They had to be connected.

Hangman stared at the man trying in every possible way to understand. Hangman had never seen or even heard of a weapon like this. 

His first instinct told him to ask Mora about it and find out if she or the Followers knew anything about it or if they had seen anything like this in the cities. The Followers knew more about the ancients than anyone.

Hangman was still sitting there feeling that hole through his shoulder when the object exploded a second time.

The second shot tore across the side of his face, cut into his temple, razed through his hair, and kept going. 

That shot whipped his head sideways, and when he looked up a second time, the Renegade strode up to him and planted the object right against Hangman’s forehead.

Hangman couldn’t think clearly enough even to fight back. How could he fight back against a weapon like this? It made no sense. It didn’t seem to belong to this world—and yet it must because it was already here.

The man tightened his fingers around the weapon to use it again. Pain and loss of blood dulled Hangman’s mind. He couldn’t even raise his kukris to defend himself.

At that moment, a deep thump shook the ground underfoot. The noise of battle stopped Hangman from hearing the Crushers coming closer until they actually stomped into the area. The commotion must have attracted them.

Three of the huge creatures stomped through the trees, snapped branches, and stepped on fallen combatants lying on the ground.

The Renegades whipped around to stare as the first Crusher snatched one of the biggest Renegades off the ground, tossed the body into the air, caught the guy in its mouth, and swallowed him. The other Crushers eyed the combatants to pick out their next prey.

Everyone stared up at the Crushers in shock for a second. No one attacked them. That would be irretrievably stupid.

Right then, Alien stormed up behind Hangman, cleaved the Renegade through the skull with one of his massive kukris, snatched Hangman by the arm, and yanked him backward.

Hangman’s legs failed to keep up with his much bigger cousin. Hangman stumbled—and in that moment, more of the same explosions went off behind them.

Alien jerked right and left, bellowed in agony a few times, and then bolted into the undergrowth running through the jungle.








  
  
Chapter 2




Alien let go of Hangman’s arm and Hangman collapsed against another tree. Everything hurt. 

He still bled from a blade cut deep in his neck. That hole tore through his other shoulder. His head pounded and blood ran in his eyes.

Alien buckled onto the ground next to him and fell on his back bleeding from multiple wounds in his sides, chest, and legs.

Alien lay there gasping, whimpering, and searching the sky overhead. Hangman couldn’t sit here watching.

He blundered over to his cousin and raised his hand to touch the perfectly round wounds, but Hangman hesitated to actually touch them. 

One of them sliced across Alien’s ribs under his arm. Another tore through the flesh on his other side and one penetrated through his thigh.

The worst one hit him square in the middle of the chest, but it didn’t penetrate. 

Hangman moved his face a little closer and saw a shiny round ball of metal lodged in the bone of Alien’s sternum. Blood welled all around it, but at least it didn’t go any deeper.

“What is it?!” Alien husked. “What is it?!”

Hangman snapped back to his senses. “I don’t know, brother. It’s some new weapon they have.”

“Am I going to die?” Alien choked.

“No, brother. You won’t die. I promise. I’ll save you.”

Hangman started to straighten up. He really wished someone else would come along to treat his injuries, but Alien needed his help too much right now. Hangman was that person.

He sat back on his heels and summoned the resolve to stand up when he heard running footsteps coming closer.

He shot to his feet and pulled his kukris. His arms hurt to move, but he planted himself there to defend Alien.

Hangman slumped against a tree when Cross ran through the undergrowth. He slowed and then stopped when he saw Hangman and Alien both injured.

“Is he….is he dying?” Cross quavered.

“He isn’t dying—not yet.” Hangman made a quick assessment of Cross’s injuries. He got hit by that mysterious weapon, but he  had a slash across his abdomen and a penetrating stab wound through one of his legs. 

“Help me gather leaves for the paste,” Hangman told his brother. “We need to treat these injuries as soon as possible.”

“Father….and the others…..” Cross gulped. “They’re still back there. I’m the only one who made it out….I mean the three of us.”

Hangman gritted his teeth. “All the more reason we need to treat these injuries and go back for the others.” He opened one of his bags and pulled out a wooden bowl with some leaf paste already in it. It wasn’t enough.

He handed the bowl to his brother. “Treat Alien and yourself, Cross, but don’t remove that ball from Alien’s chest. Then go around, gather as many leaves as you can, and start making some more paste.”

“Hey! Where are you going?!” Cross exclaimed. “You can’t go back there! The Renegades still have that weapon!”

“I know they have the weapon and I also know they have our people. If Shadow and the others are already dead, then I’m Kral and we have to withdraw as soon as possible. We won’t stay here to put our lives in danger for people who are already dead. Now do as I say, Cross. If you can get Alien into the trees, so much the better. The blood will attract the creatures in no time. We have to hurry.”

Hangman took off running the way he came—back toward the battle Alien took so much trouble to get Hangman away from.

Hangman was the only man still walking around free with no injuries to his legs. He could move just fine below the waist. He had to go back and see what was happening with Shadow and the others.

Hangman experienced a pang on his way back there. Now he understood why Shadow never challenged Butcher for the position of Kral. 

Hangman really hoped Shadow was still alive. Hangman didn’t want the responsibility of his whole band’s lives resting on his shoulders. Hangman didn’t want to be Kral. He just wanted to be a normal man and live a normal life.

Bellows, yells, and even screams drew him to the Renegades’ location long before he got to the battleground. He had to divert to a different place. The combatants must have retreated here to get away from the Crushers, but at least he didn’t hear any more of those explosions.

He crept into the bushes and snuck forward to see what was happening. The Crushers weren’t here anymore, but he heard them not far away.

Shadow, Bantam, and all of Hangman’s cousins sat tied up on the ground. Fifteen Renegades stood over them, strode from man to man, and delivered kicks, blows, and even lashes of switches cut from the jungle.

Hangman couldn’t see from here how the Renegades or the Godless got away from the Crushers.

“Tell us where your comrades are hiding!” one of the Renegades bellowed. “Tell us where they are!”

“We don’t know!!” Shadow roared. “How should we know? We were fighting against you when they ran away!”

“Follow the blood trail if you’re so smart,” Viking snarled over his shoulder and one of the Renegades punched him across the jaw.

“Tell us where they are or we’ll stake you out and feed you to the ants!” the same man snapped. “Do you think we give a damn what happens to Godless scum like you?”

“We’ll never tell you where they are!” Bantam fired back. “I don’t care what you do.”

A different Renegade kicked him. Then the first guy withdrew and gave orders to his men to search the area—presumably to find Hangman and the others.

He withdrew and took off running back to the others. Alien must have been alert enough to hear what Hangman said about getting into the trees. Cross and Alien sat perched between two thick limbs high in the canopy.

Cross was busy smearing the paste onto his own wounds. He’d already treated Alien—all except the wound in Alien’s chest.

Alien lay slumped in the crook of the two branches so he didn’t have to hold himself up. His head lolled over to one side. His mouth hung partially open and he didn’t open his eyes when Hangman returned.

Cross handed Hangman the bowl. “There isn’t much left. We should put it on your neck first.”

Hangman winced and tried not to pay attention when Cross dabbed the rest of the paste to the deep blade cut between Hangman’s neck and his shoulder. 

“You’ll need some Gooji juice tonight,” Cross remarked.

“Won’t we all?” Hangman muttered.

Cross looked up and made eye contact with Hangman. “At least that cut on your face won’t make you any uglier.”

Hangman snorted. He didn’t feel like laughing, not even at that most over-used joke.

Cross finished the paste left in the bowl and picked up a fresh handful of leaves to start grinding them into more paste. “What do you think that weapon was?”

“Something the Renegades found in the cities, most likely,” Hangman replied. “We haven’t seen it before, but the ancients must have had it. The Renegades couldn’t come up with something like that.”

“Is it witchcraft?” 

“No, it can’t be. Look.” Hangman inched forward on the branch, took hold of the metal ball embedded in Alien’s sternum, and tried to pull it out.

Alien burst to life, roared, and struggled to slap Hangman’s hands away.

“Easy, brother,” Hangman murmured. “We’re trying to treat your injuries. You’re hurt. Rest easy.”

Alien crumpled back against the truck with a pathetic moan. He didn’t fight back when Hangman took hold of the ball with his right hand, planted his left hand on Alien’s chest, and twisted the ball extra hard. It still wouldn’t move.

Alien bellowed in pain and rage again. “Be quiet!” Cross hissed. “You’ll attract the creatures.”

Alien paid no attention and he didn’t quiet down. “Help me hold him down!” Hangman yelled to Cross. “We have to get this out.”

Cross and Hangman both grabbed Alien. His position on the tree branches wouldn’t let the men lie him flat. This would just have to do.

Hangman bent over, clamped his molars around the ball, and ripped his head sideways with every ounce of his strength. Alien gave one last blood-curdling roar as the ball came away. Then he really did collapse.

Hangman took the bowl and smeared paste on the wound, but Hangman already saw that it wasn’t as deep or as dangerous as the others.

He was still examining Alien’s injuries when Cross took the bowl back and started applying the paste to the rest of Hangman’s injuries.

The pain drew Hangman’s attention back to the problem in front of him. “We have to go back and help Shadow and the others. The Renegades will feed our men to the ants pretty soon. We have to stop them and rescue our men.”

“How?” Cross asked. “There are so many more Renegades than just the three of us.”

“I don’t know how, but we have to go back. We can’t leave our own relatives to die. I only saw fifteen Renegades there just now. If we free Shadow and the others, we can level the field at least partially.”

“They have that weapon,” Cross pointed out. “We can never level the playing field against that.”

“We can’t leave,” Hangman repeated. “That’s all there is to it. We can’t just run off and save ourselves while our relatives are in danger. We’ll go back and try it. If it doesn’t work…..”

Alien growled from his place in the branches. “If it doesn’t work, the Renegade Clan will capture us and feed us to the ants. Then what will happen to the long camp?”

“The Renegades will go to the long camp either way unless we stop them here. Now come on. Finish putting the paste on yourself, Cross, and let’s go. We don’t have much time.”

Hangman dropped down to the ground. He focused on his captured father and cousins to block the pain out of his mind. It didn’t work completely, but he knew what he had to do. Retreat wasn’t an option, not even with three injured men. 

Alien climbed down next. He climbed much faster than Hangman expected him to. Alien closed up his features in a mask of murderous fury. He must be in a lot of pain.

He would channel that pain and fury toward the enemy The cousins just had to find the bastards.

Cross stayed in the trees while he finished treating his own injuries. He finally joined Hangman and Alien and the three cousins set off heading back the way they came.

Alien and Cross limped on the way. Hangman’s head pounded and his vision kept slipping out of focus. That weapon must have injured his head much worse than he realized. 

He pushed forward until he heard more yelling in the distance. He adjusted his course and slowed down so he would be ready to meet the Renegades. His brother and cousin stayed with him and followed his lead. 

It wasn’t the first time ever. He usually wound up being the leader if they went out alone together away from Shadow, Fang, and Butcher.

Hangman sensed his own words starting to have an effect on him. He would become Kral if Shadow died. Then everyone really would follow Hangman’s lead.

He put that thought out of his mind, and a second later, the crash of breaking branches startled him to high alert.

The heads of Crushers stuck up over the canopy. The same Crushers came back to attack the cousins. The Crushers must have smelled the blood or followed the trail to track down the injured men.

No one could fight Crushers—not like this—not when the four men were injured.

Cross and Alien dove out of the way and scattered. Neither of them could run fast enough to keep out of the Crushers’ reach. Hangman made a split-second decision, hesitated a fraction of an instant to make certain the Crushers saw him, and took off running.

His trick worked. All three Crushers charged him to run him down. Only his own speed saved him. 

He forgot for a second why he was here and where he was supposed to be going. He didn’t think of anything other than keeping far enough in front of the Crushers’ enormous teeth.

Seeing something small and helpless running away from them sent the Crushers into a frenzy. They ran their fastest to track him down. The Crusher in front kept snapping its teeth at him, but he always stayed just a few steps ahead.

He blundered through the jungle not thinking about anything else until he just randomly happened to pass close enough to the clearing where the Renegades had already staked out the prisoners to the ground.

Two Renegades walked backward through the jungle a dozen yards away. They scattered pollen on the ground to lead a trail of ants to the prisoners.

Shadow and the others thrashed, protested, and cursed the Renegades. The Renegades all gathered to one side well out of the ants’ path. No Renegades surrounded the prisoners at all anymore.

The ants entered the clearing. The two men scattered pollen over and around the prisoners and retreated to join their comrades to watch.

Hangman made another snap decision, veered left, and barreled straight into the clearing. He didn’t even try to avoid the ants.

He hurdled over them and led the Crushers into the ants’ path. The ants attacked, grabbed onto the Crushers’ legs, and then the Crushers stumbled into the Renegades’ group.

Hangman sprinted straight past the startled Renegades just as the Crushers came within range to snap up as many Renegades as they wanted. The ants diverted to follow the Crushers, went after them, and the Crushers trampled Renegades instead.

Hangman swerved hard, darted from one prisoner to another, cut their ropes, and moved on.

Shadow, Bantam, and the others leapt up and took off running into the jungle.








  
  
Chapter 3




The Godless didn’t stop running for miles before Shadow told them to stop. Everyone slumped under the trees to rest and catch their breath. 

Cross took the paste from Hangman’s bag and went from man to man treating their injuries. “We should find one of those weapons and see what it is,” Viking suggested. “Maybe we can figure out how to use them against the Renegades.”

Shadow nodded. “I know where we can get one. We’ll go back for it.”

“Where is it?” Hangman asked.

“It’s back at the battle site. Some of the Renegades tried to use their weapons against the Crushers. The Renegades stayed behind too long, got trampled or eaten by the creatures, and dropped the weapons there. We’ll go as soon as Cross finishes.”

“What will examining the weapons do for us?” Bantam asked. “We won’t be able to figure out how to use them. We don’t know anything about them.”

“We might learn,” Alien interjected. “Maybe Mora can tell us what they are and how they work.”

Hangman didn’t respond. At least someone else made that suggestion so he didn’t have to.

“We won’t know anything until we see one,” Shadow went on. “We won’t be able to understand them without looking at them. Are you finished, Cross?”

“Yes, Father.” 

Cross handed the bowl back to Hangman and the group limped and hobbled all the way back to the battle site. Hangman and his cousins never stopped searching everywhere for any sign of their enemies coming back. 

Hangman heard distant screams coming from the place where he and his party left the Renegades to the ants. The screams died out after a while, but he couldn’t be sure if any of the Renegades survived.

Anyone who spent any amount of time in the jungle would know what to do to avoid and escape getting eaten by the ants. Any of those Renegades could have jumped up into the trees, climbed into the canopy, and survived to fight another day.

The men spread out to search the battle site. Shadow knew exactly what he was looking for, walked straight over to one of the fallen weapons, and picked it up.

A curved wooden handle fit into the palm of his hand. A tube of metal stuck out of some kind of chamber embedded in the metal.

Hangman pointed at it. “They put their finger through there. That must be how you work it.”

“What do you think that is?” Shadow pointed to a wheel in the chamber section.

Hangman turned the weapon over and showed his father five identical cylindrical holes. “Do you see those? Now take a look at this.” Hangman took out the ball he removed from Alien’s chest.

“This ball came out of the Renegade’s weapon and hit Alien. This must be the thing these weapons throw at us to injure us. These tubes have three objects in them. The other three tubes are empty. This ball must come out of the weapon when it explodes. That’s how it works.”

“So this thing has three balls left?” Shadow’s cheeks drained of all color.

“Just keep your finger off that piece right there. Don’t put your finger inside that loop.”

Shadow nodded, but Hangman still saw his father swallowing. Shadow told them where to collect the two other weapons. Shadow put one in his bag, gave the other two to Viking and Hangman to carry, and ordered everyone to retreat.

The men traveled for another five hours before Shadow told them to make camp. He assigned Hangman to gather Gooji sap. Shadow divided the other chores among all the other men depending on how injured they were.

Hangman came back and squatted by the fire while the stones heated to boil the water. Bantam brought a basin of water from the nearby creek and Hangman brushed his sap into it.

No one mentioned hunting. Everyone ate dried meat out of their bags.

“Do you want to go looking for more Renegade parties?” Viking asked after a while.

“We should retreat to the long camp,” Shadow decided. “I want to prepare everyone to evacuate, now that the Renegades have these weapons. We might not be able to hold them off.”

“You mean we won’t be able to hold them off,” Alien growled. “All our future battles will go the way today’s battle went.”

“All the more reason to get our women and children out of the long camp,” Shadow replied. “The Renegades have been advancing steadily toward the long camp. It’s obvious that’s their objective. We were already losing ground long before Butcher became Kral. Now the Renegades bring out this new weapon against us. We have to be ready to evacuate. The odds are stacked too heavily against us.”

“What about using Hangman’s trick of leading the creatures into them?” Devil asked.

“We don’t have time for that,” Hangman told him. “It would take time to find the Renegades. Then it would take time to find the right creatures. Then it would take time to lead the creatures back to the Renegades. One party of Renegades could attack the long camp while we were busy fiddling around with another party of Renegades.”

“You’re right, my son,” Shadow replied. “We have to warn the long camp. If we have time after that, we can worry about slowing the Renegades down.”

“We won’t even be able to slow them down if they can kill us from a distance like this,” Cross pointed out. “They don’t even have to engage with us.”

“We already know what we have to do,” Shadow countered. “The stones are hot enough. Make the juice so it’s cool enough for us to drink and go to sleep.”

Viking used two sticks tied together to lift the heated stones out of the coals and lower them into the water. It sizzled and boiled for a minute until it cooled down.

Hangman didn’t stay awake long enough to listen to his relatives’ conversation. He went to sleep and crashed hard until Viking shook him awake in the middle of the night.

Viking poured Gooji juice down Hangman’s throat and left him alone. Hangman sank into a deep, black slumber.

He didn’t wake up until morning. The rest of the men woke up stiff, sore, and grouchy. No one talked while they ate and then they moved out silently.

The party headed straight east without diverting right or left. Hangman checked for signs of Renegades, but after a while, his head started to hurt so much that he didn’t even do that.

He stumbled and his vision blurred. It didn’t come back into focus. He lost track of where he was until Viking laid a hand on Hangman’s shoulder and steered him where to go.

Hangman surrendered to his cousin’s protection. Hangman couldn’t even think right now. He wanted to die, but he wouldn’t. If he fell and couldn’t go on, Viking or Alien would carry him back to the long camp. That would be humiliating.

He lost track of everything until a Gorlock roar snapped him back to his senses. His vision cleared instantly and his head shot up. The Gorlock sounded too close.

Another roar split the jungle. Actually it was more than one roar coming from more than one Gorlock. Their heads stuck up over the canopy and they came straight toward the party.

Hangman didn’t see how these Gorlocks got so close to the party without Shadow taking evasive action, but that hardly mattered now.

“Use the weapons!” Shadow hissed and clawed at his bag trying to get the weapon out. “See if you can use the weapons against the creatures!”

Hangman and Viking attacked their bags. Their cousins moved behind those three for protection.

Hangman had to think hard to figure out what to do with his weapon. His looked different from his father’s.

This one had a different, squarish kind of grip. Even the long tube looked more like a square. Only the channel running down it from the end had a cylindrical shape like everything else.

This weapon didn’t have a wheel. He couldn’t see how many balls this weapon might be carrying. It might be carrying none at all.

Four Gorlocks spotted the party. The Gorlocks acted like they already understood that everyone in the Godless party was injured and couldn’t fight back.

Hangman put his finger into the loop, raised the weapon, and pointed it at the advancing Gorlocks. He wished now that he had his kukris in his hands instead. He knew what to do with them.

Shadow’s hands shook when he aimed his weapon at the Gorlocks. The Gorlocks cocked their heads, fixed their beady eyes on their targets, and shrieked.

Viking had one of the weapons with the wheel. Hangman didn’t know how many balls Viking had, either. This was no good at all.

The Gorlocks broke through the undergrowth. The others crowded against Hangman’s back way too close. He would have liked to shrug them off, but he didn’t dare to take his eyes off the Gorlocks.

They spread out in a line abreast of each other. The three weapons couldn’t kill all four of the creatures at the same time. One of the men would have to shoot at least twice and none of the men knew how to aim these things.

Shadow’s weapon exploded in Hangman’s ear. The deafening noise startled him out of his skin and he squeezed his weapon without thinking.

It exploded in his hand. The Gorlock in front of him screeched, reared onto its hind legs, and lunged for him, but he didn’t see that the weapon damaged the creature at all.

He squeezed the weapon again. Shadow and Alien fired again and again, but nothing happened. The Gorlocks rushed the three men and the Godless party scattered before them.

All the men took off into the jungle heading in different directions. The Godless’ sudden departure confused the Gorlocks into hesitating so the men could get away to safety.

Hangman met up with Shadow, Viking, and Alien under the trees. “They didn’t work,” Shadow panted. “The weapons didn’t work.”

“At least we know how to shoot them now,” Viking pointed out. “The Gorlocks’ skin must be too tough for these things to penetrate.”

“It’s true,” Hangman replied. “One of the balls couldn’t penetrate the bone of Alien’s chest. These weapons might not be as strong as they appear unless they hit regular flesh. Some solid substance will stop them.”

Shadow frowned, but right then, the men heard yells and the clash of weapons nearby.

Hangman and the others charged back to the spot. The weapons must have drawn out any Renegades in the area. Now Hangman’s brother and cousins locked in a hopeless battle of eight Godless against twenty Renegades.

Hangman raised his weapon and he, Shadow, Alien, and Viking charged into the assault. Hangman sprang into line with his cousins, aimed his weapon at the Renegades right in front of him, and squeezed.

Nothing happened. The weapon clicked. It didn’t explode.

He almost forgot what he was doing and looked down at the thing trying to figure it out. He squeezed again and then turned the weapon around to look down the barrel to find out what was wrong with it.

He couldn’t figure it out. None of this made sense when he just used it against the Gorlocks…….unless…..

What if the Renegades developed a weapon they could use against anyone but that no one could use against them? Was that even possible?

The idea horrified him so much that he dropped the weapon right there on the ground, pulled his kukris, and plunged into the fight the old-fashioned way.

His kukris definitely worked, but only until the Renegades in front of him pulled out more weapons. He knew enough to know he couldn’t fight them. He barely survived the last time.

“Fall back!” Shadow yelled. “Break away and retreat!”

Everyone obeyed his order, but some of the Godless men had to evade the weapons before they fully got away. 

Hangman leapt into the branches. Shots from the weapons pinged and whistled all around him as he took off springing from branch to branch to put the battle behind him.








  
  
Chapter 4




Hangman dropped to the ground in front of his father. Shadow and the others continued to travel east. No one looked back. 

Hangman didn’t see what Shadow and Viking did with their weapons. Hangman didn’t regret dropping his. What use was it if he couldn’t harm any Renegades with it?

His father halted when he saw Hangman. “Are you all right, my son?” Shadow asked. “Are you hurt?”

“No more than I was before.” Hangman cast a glance at the others. “Did you all make it out?”

Shadow nodded and made a face. “Those weapons were useless against the Renegades. Both Viking and I discarded them.”

“I did the same thing.” Hangman turned away. “We should go.”

Shadow grabbed him. “I want you to get up into the trees and make sure the Renegades aren’t following us.”

“And if they are?” Hangman asked.

“Then do what you think is best.” Shadow stepped around Hangman and led the others onward down the path. They left Hangman standing three with those words ringing in his head—his aching, pounding, swimming head.

He really would much have preferred to climb into the branches, curl up in some protected place, and go to sleep for a week. He really needed it, but he wouldn’t likely get it anytime soon.

He took his time climbing into the canopy. Moving his arms hurt enough to keep him conscious and alert, but not as alert as he might have been otherwise. 

He perched on a branch for a while and rested while he listened to the sounds around him. A herd of Stalkions didn’t make it easy. They kept bellowing, pawing the earth, smashing their skulls against tree trunks, and charging each other in tests of strength.

The only good thing about their noise was that it didn’t go anywhere. They stayed in one place and occupied each other. They didn’t bother anyone else.

He finally got tired of waiting. He might as well go to sleep if he was only going to sit around doing nothing.

He couldn’t do that, so he started traveling back westward toward the spot where the Renegades ambushed the Godless this last time.

He found the Renegades long before he got to the spot. The twenty-odd warriors who attacked Shadow’s party stood around talking about how to track the Godless scouting party.

Hangman listened for a while. The Renegades didn’t talk about the long camp, but that didn’t mean anything. 

He agreed with Shadow. The Renegades had been working their way closer and closer to the long camp for years. They wouldn’t give up until they got there and attacked it.

The Renegades set off walking through the jungle heading north, met back up with another two different war parties, and turned east to track down the Godless.

Hangman tailed them in the branches for a while. Shadow told him to do what he thought was best. That left the field wide open for Hangman to use his own personal brand of creativity.

He couldn’t attack the Renegades outright. That would be reckless and probably wouldn’t get the job done anyway.

He tried to listen for any indication of where Shadow’s scouting party might be right now. The Stalkions’ roaring blocked Hangman from hearing anything.

Their noise annoyed him for a minute—until he realized. His race against the Crushers and leading them to the Renegades gave him the perfect idea.

He took off running through the branches. He had to inflict blinding pain on himself every time he grabbed a branch, but he had nothing to lose at this point.

The Renegade party grew to more than thirty men. They would run right over Shadow and the others. Then nothing would stop the Renegades from taking the long camp completely unawares.

Hangman ran all the way to the Stalkion herd. Their noise led him straight to them.

He dropped out of the branches at a distance from them, cut himself a long, straight pole, and hacked the end off to make a sharp-pointed spear. He didn’t have time to do it neatly or even to do it right. He just had to go with it.

He climbed back into the branches, tiptoed along the high branches above the herd, and jumped down right in the middle of them.

This particular herd consisted of twenty huge bulls all fighting for dominance in their power hierarchy. They all rounded on Hangman in a rage exactly the way he knew they would.

One big beast charged him, gouged its horns at him, and he sprang out of the way. He stabbed his spear into the creature’s hide as it passed him.

The creature roared in fury, but it couldn’t get back to him before another bull rushed him. The creature lowered its head to butt him.

He sidestepped, and this time, he stabbed it hard in the neck where the soft flesh met behind the creature’s ear.

The bull bellowed to shake the earth and four more Stalkions attacked Hangman. He stabbed each of them in a different place to infuriate them and started to back his way out of the clearing.

The Stalkions roared deep in their chests and the whole herd came after him. They started by stomping their heavy, powerful legs on the ground to track him down. He retreated and they picked up speed.

He eventually had to run just to keep ahead of them. He leapt over fallen trunks, smashed through undergrowth, and prayed to High Heaven he was leading the herd back to where he would find the Renegades.

He looked everywhere for any landmarks and spotted some. He was too far north. He veered westward and led the herd right into the track leading to the Renegades.

The Stalkions’ thunderous footsteps vibrated the earth beneath Hangman’s feet. He couldn’t hear anything else to tell if the Renegades were still in front of him. They better be or he would be in trouble.

The Stalkions kept up with him much better than he expected. His pain and fatigue got the better of him and they gained on him. 

A huge bull came up right behind him and tried to swipe its tusks at him. He barely dodged in time to save his life—and then he spotted the Renegades ahead.

Their eyes popped when they saw him coming straight for them at high speed. None of them reacted in time before he blew past them and the Stalkions ran right into them.

Screams, roars, and a few explosions of weapons fire echoed through the jungle. Hangman ran for another half a mile before he stopped.

He would have buckled on the ground and passed out right there. He stayed conscious just long enough to climb into the canopy before he found a quiet nook between the branches and shut his eyes in an exhausted sleep.

He woke up at dusk. He had no idea how long he might have been asleep. He could have been asleep for three days for all he knew.

He stayed where he was for a long time—long enough for night to settle over the jungle. He didn’t feel like rushing to move anywhere.

He took the last dried meat out of his bag and ate it. He would have to hunt—or he might just decide to go hungry for another three days until he started to feel stronger. It wouldn’t be the first time.

He rested as much as possible. He would catch up with Shadow and the others later. Shadow sent him out here knowing the danger. Shadow wouldn’t expect Hangman to come back anytime soon.

He spent the time listening to the jungle noises. He heard a lot of things, but he didn’t hear any Renegades. 

That didn’t mean they weren’t here. They would always send more war parties after the Godless. Their recent success would make them bolder than ever.

He must have dozed off again because he woke up in the morning and decided to leave. His head and body still hurt, but he felt strong enough to travel.

He decided to travel through the branches, though. He would still encounter dangerous creatures up here, but at least he would be able to see and hear them coming. 

He would be safe from ants and Abnormits if he passed out up here.








  
  
Chapter 5




Hangman set off, but after an hour of steady travel, he passed a river winding through the jungle. His thirst drove him insane, so he descended to the ground to drink some water. 

He squatted on the bank and used one of his bowls to scoop the water into his mouth. It felt mind-blowingly good going down his throat.

He scooped some of it over his head, washed his face, and then poured more water over his body and especially his wounds.

He washed all the dirt and dried blood off himself, cleaned his wounds much better than before, and reapplied leaf paste to all of them.

He felt better after that. He actually found himself feeling almost normal while he put his bowls and the remaining paste back in his bag.

He started to stand up when a rush of moving air distracted him from behind. He barely glanced over his shoulder in time to see a massive Ridgebeak pelting out of the clear blue sky.

It collided with him full force, pinned him to the ground, and landed on top of him. He barely managed to turn around in time so he fell on his back.

He tried to grab his kukris to fight the thing, but the creature’s talons held his arms and legs down. He couldn’t move.

He struck out, punched at the creature’s legs and feet, and even tried grabbing its feathers. The bird held him no matter what he tried.

The bird flexed its wings to lift off with him. He couldn’t stand that. He couldn’t let the creature take him back to its nest. It probably wanted to feed him to its chicks.

He needed some kind of weapon, so he squirmed his hand behind him trying to grab the hunting knife he carried in the back of his waistband. 

The Ridgebeak didn’t like him moving around. It clubbed him with its wing, dazed him for a minute, and lifted off.

It closed its talons around him to tighten its grip on him, but at least he could get his knife like this. The Ridgebeak no longer held him down on the ground.

He pulled the weapon forward, stabbed it into the creature’s foot, and the Ridgebeak clenched its talons nearly tight enough to crush his ribs.

He yelled out in pain, flailed sideways, and his antics finally annoyed the bird enough that it stalled in midair, arched back, and struck him four more times with its wing.

He wilted and his head swam. He lost his grip on his knife and it fell down, down, down into the jungle far below.

He looked around trying to find it, but it was long gone. He couldn’t do anything but lie here.

He still had his kukris. He could fight the Ridgebeak once he got into the nest—or he hoped he could. He might not be able to in this weakened condition.

He would have to. Staying in a Ridgebeak’s nest without fighting back wasn’t an option.

He decided to give it up and rest on the way there. Why waste his strength? He would plummet to his death if the bird dropped him from this height.

He definitely couldn’t afford to lose his kukris at this point. He decided not to even try to draw them until he got into the nest.

He dreaded meeting the chicks while their mother stood by to make sure he didn’t hurt them.

He might have dozed off again or even passed out completely. He woke up when the bird screeched and dropped into the nest high in the canopy somewhere. 

He didn’t even know what part of the country he was in. The Ridgebeak might have taken him hundreds of miles from his Clan’s territory. That would be a nightmare.

He dragged his blurry eyes open and gulped when he came face to face with the Ridgebeak’s seven chicks. They weren’t chicks. They were fledglings bigger than he was. 

They were almost half their mother’s size, fully feathered, and they understood exactly what they were looking at when they narrowed their eyes at him.

His hands flew to his kukris, but the mother knocked him down with another swipe of her wing. She hopped around the edge of the nest to get closer to him while not interfering with her chicks’ access to him.

He glared up at the chicks. He had to be careful here or risk these birds tearing him apart.

The chicks moved in. One of them pecked at his injured shoulder—the one with the hole in it. The chicks must have smelled the blood. Another eyed the gash in his forehead.

A different chick pecked him in the thigh. He kicked it in the head to knock it away and earned himself a vicious headbutt from the mother bird. What was he supposed to do—sit here and let them devour him? Not likely.

They all moved in and surrounded him. He pushed them off when they pecked him too hard, but he didn’t dare to draw his kukris—not yet.

The chicks mostly just experimented pecking at him. They couldn’t figure out how to actually eat something that was still alive and intact.

The mother bird screeched at them and lowered her head. Hangman couldn’t let her start showing them how.

He drew his kukris in a heartbeat, slashed her across the face, launched himself to his feet, and dove for the edge of the nest. His one thought was to get out of it and hide underneath it. None of the Ridgebeaks would be able to get to him there.

He barely stood up and turned around before the mother bird pounced on him. She squashed him under her talons, but he kept his hands free.

He twisted around in her grip just as her head dove down to gouge at him. He stabbed her in the side of the head again and made her rear away from him. She shrieked in fury, lifted up on her feet, and flexed her wings to give him the pounding of a lifetime.

He took advantage of that moment, hurled himself into a sitting position, and stabbed one of his kukris into the muscle where her leg connected to her body.

She screamed even louder, but he didn’t stick around long enough for her or the chicks to attack him. He dove under her body and flattened some of the chicks in the process, but everything depended on getting out of the nest.

He barely stashed his kukris back in his waistband before he threw himself over the side, grabbed the tangled mass of sticks, and flung his legs all the way over. He dangled by his arms as splitting pain tore him apart, but he just had to keep on holding on.

The Ridgebeak screeched in fury and launched out of the nest. He had to work fast and that meant pushing through the pain. He climbed hand over hand down the side of the nest and underneath it to the branches on which it perched.

He cast a desperate glance over his shoulder and confirmed his worst fears. The mother Ridgebeak launched into the sky and came swooping back around to try to recapture him. She definitely wouldn’t keep him alive this time.

He scrambled onto the branch, crawled all the way up it, and tucked himself between the branch and the nest. She couldn’t get to him here.

The twigs and limbs that made up the nest stabbed him in the body, but he forced himself to lie still and relax. He would probably have to stay here for a long time and that was just fine with him.

He felt no temptation whatsoever to kill these creatures for food. He could get food anywhere. His life was more important.

The mother Ridgebeak kept soaring back and forth. She tried again and again to get underneath the nest and hover there so she could grab him, but she couldn’t get to him. The branches and the nest blocked her.

She finally stopped trying, but she didn’t stop flying around and around the nest screeching in fury and frustration. She kept up a constant guard in case he came out.

He shut his eyes and forced himself to concentrate on calming down. The Ridgebeaks wouldn’t stand guard all the time. They would eventually go to sleep.

Then he could climb down and go about his business. He wouldn’t go down to the ground again. He didn’t want to risk that.

Just when he started to relax, something moved above him inside the nest. He couldn’t tell what it was until he felt it again—and again.

The mother Ridgebeak kept revolving around the nest in predatory circles. She never took her eyes off him. She knew exactly where he was and she wouldn’t let him get away a second time.

That jostling sensation came again. He tried to look up, but he couldn’t see anything except the underside of the nest.

The sensation got stronger. The nest jounced on the branch and then something sharp scratched through the limbs above him.

He looked in horror and saw the young Ridgebeak chicks clawing their way through the nest straight for him. Their talons already broke through. They would expose him in seconds. 

He thought fast. Going out onto the branches would leave him vulnerable to the mother bird. He had to get away from her at all costs.

He looked around in wild panic—and realized. The only way to escape was deeper into the canopy.

He didn’t give himself a chance to hesitate. He swung out onto the branch, took hold of it, and dropped to the next branch. It was a thick tree limb directly below him. 

He should have been able to land on it easily, but his injuries got the better of him. He landed on the branch just fine, but his foggy brain didn’t balance him in time. 

He toppled, and before he could even fall, the mother Ridgebeak zoomed out of nowhere and smashed into him with bone-breaking force.

She might have been trying to grab him, but she missed and sent him careening off into open space.

He plummeted into branches, bounced off, crashed through leaves, broke off twigs, and slammed into the ground.

He barely stayed conscious enough to feel himself tumbling over and over on his side down a steep ravine, through more undergrowth, bumping over rocks and fallen trunks, and hitting different unseen objects.

He eventually fell off another steep cliff and landed hard enough to knock himself out completely this time.








  
  
Chapter 6




Hangman tried to open his eyes, but something stopped him. His eyelids stuck together. He tried to move any part of his body, but that proved too much to ask, too. 

It took him a few minutes of panic before he realized why. He was lying on his stomach with his face plastered into the dirt. He only realized that because of the smell in his nostrils. He couldn’t see, hear, or tell anything else about his surroundings.

He felt the pain in his body and immediately gave up on moving anything. Cuts, bruises, and gashes covered him all over the place now, not just on his face and shoulders. That fall did more damage than he realized, but at least the Ridgebeak wasn’t here anymore.

That meant nothing. Lying on the ground injured and helpless was the absolute worst possible place to be. Any creature might come along and take another shot at him. Something was bound to come along sooner or later—probably sooner.

He just couldn’t summon the willpower or the energy to move. Maybe all the dirt, leaves, and debris covering him would mask his scent enough to protect him.

He had no choice but to lie still and rest. He didn’t even know how long he might have already been lying here. He might as well stay where he was.

He shut his eyes—or at least he stopped trying to open them. He let his whole body relax and he fell asleep again.

He woke up calmer but more uncomfortable. He didn’t want to face the pain of moving his body, but he had to. He had to do something even if it turned out to be something not very useful or got him killed in the end.

He summoned an almighty effort to pry his head out of the dirt. That was the first step. Then he heaved himself onto his hands and knees.

He wavered there breathing heavily and trying to muster the resolve to wipe the dirt out of his eyes, open them, and look around. He almost lost heart when he thought about what he might see.

He flopped over onto his seat and finally used both hands to brush the dirt off his face. Dried blood stuck most of the dirt to his skin, but at least the view didn’t present too much of a nightmare landscape.

He sat under a rocky overhang ten feet away from a stream. The dirt ended in a gravel beach going down to the water’s edge. He couldn’t see the top of the ravine. He couldn’t see anything but the stream and the beach.

He heaved a deep sigh. He was alive and he could move all his limbs even if he did get re-injured. He could live with that.

He just sat in silence for a while, looked all around him, and breathed. He didn’t need to do anything just yet. He would have to do something soon enough. He didn’t need to hurry up to do it, though.

He eventually hobbled down to the beach, squatted by the water’s edge, drank some, and used the rest to clean himself off again. 

He felt better afterward and started to relax, but as soon as he did, he started to get hungry. Hunting was going to be a challenge when he couldn’t move around very fast.

He would have to decide which creature to kill and how to kill it. He didn’t need much when he only had to feed himself.

He turned around to survey the surroundings. He would have to scout the area to find out what creatures lived here.

He would tackle the smallest possible creature he could get away with. He didn’t need any kind of physical challenge. Just staying alive would take enough of that.

He crossed the stream and headed for the trees on the other side, but he stopped in his tracks when he heard a Krakelow moving through the branches in front of him. 

He didn’t see it right away. He didn’t have to see it. It was coming toward him.

He pulled his kukris and backstepped back toward the river. He only made it ten feet before an enormous Dushag reared out of the water behind him.

Normal-sized Dushags lunged out of the water onto riverbanks to grab people who came too close. This one must have been five times the size of every other Dushag he’d ever seen before. 

It didn’t lunge onto the bank. It broke the surface from right there in the middle of the stream, arched fifteen feet straight up into the air, curved its neck, and dove at him.

He stared at it in blank disbelief. He just couldn’t bring himself to accept that this thing was real. It didn’t look like a Dushag at all. It looked like something completely unknown.

The creature coiled its long body to aim straight for him. It would fall across the stream, across the bank, and its mouth full of teeth would fall with him right inside its mouth.

He couldn’t even bring himself to raise his kukris to defend himself. If he used his usual strategy of stabbing the Dushag in the back of the throat to puncture its skull, he would already be inside the creature’s mouth. The dead Dushag would slide back into the river taking him with it.

The Dushag dropped closer and closer. He could not for the life of him think of even one sensible thing to do to fight a creature this big. 

His only thought was that absolutely no one in his Clan would believe him if he somehow survived long enough to make it back to their camp and tell them about this.

At that moment, right before the Dushag’s mouth enveloped him, the Krakelow uncoiled from the nearby tree branches, looped through the air, and hit the Dushag right in the head.

Hangman staggered back to get out of the way, but the two creatures didn’t even notice him. 

The Krakelow whipped its long body around and around the Dushag’s head, neck, and body. They fell across the bank and thrashed, cartwheeled, and slashed each other in brutal combat.

Hangman’s back collided against one of the jungle trees. He considered running for it, but at that moment, the exact same mother Ridgebeak dropped out of the sky and landed on the bank right in front of him.

She landed facing him, pumped her wings, and eyed him with deadly accuracy.

He tightened his grip on his kukris to make his last stand, but in that instant, the Krakelow disconnected part of its length from the rest of it, whipped into the air, and coiled around the Ridgebeak instead.

The Krakelow lashed its coils around the bird’s neck and body. The Krakelow wrenched its weight over to one side trying to take the bird to the ground.

The Ridgebeak screeched in fury and tried to flex her wings to fight the creature, but the Krakelow enveloped her wings with coils, too. She couldn’t take off. 

They crashed down sideways on the ground. The Ridgebeak turned on the monster to cut it to ribbon with her talons.

Hangman didn’t wait a second longer. He spun away and took off running through the jungle. He didn’t stop until the sun went down and he collapsed in exhaustion in the crook of another tree.

He woke up in darkness and listened. The jungle sounded as peaceful as it could possibly sound in the middle of the night.

A full moon shone down through the branches, so he climbed up to the highest canopy and checked the countryside.

He sighed in relief when he realized he wasn’t that far away from where he got separated from his father’s scouting party.

He could navigate much better from up here in the trees. He applied more leaf paste to his injuries, but at least his head didn’t hurt as much anymore.

He took the time to make himself another dose of Gooji juice just in case he needed it. Then he moved on.

He balanced through the treetops and the sun rose before he found the place where Shadow told him to do what he thought was best. The Godless weren’t here anymore. 

Shadow would keep traveling until he made it back to the long camp. That was his objective—to warn the band and to evacuate the women and children before the Renegade Clan got too close.

Hangman followed the line of tracks toward the east, but he lost the trail after only an hour. It vanished into thin air. He searched for another hour before he gave up. He couldn’t find a single track of any Godless.

That didn’t matter because he knew where the long camp was. He would just go back there and meet up with his relatives. They would almost certainly already get there before him.








